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Creating Effective Literature Assignments:

Principles, Theory, and Oodles of Examples

Presented by Leila Christenbury and Diana Mitchell for NCTE’s Fall Convention,
Baltimore, Maryland, November 16, 2001
Based on Both Art and Craft: Teaching Ideas That Spark Learning by Diana and Leila,

published by NCTE (2000)

Seven Characteristics of Effective Literature Assignments

Simplicity
A simple teaching idea is not a simpleminded one but one which has a major thrust and
focus. Teaching ideas which rely upon multiple, complex components most of which,
necessarily, would be interconnected--can fall apart due to their own elaborate nature.
Both teachers and students can get hopelessly confused if a teaching activity has too
many parts, too many concepts, too many grading rubrics, too many components.
Keeping an idea and its attendant activities simple--and thus central--will make the idea

more successful in almost any setting. .

Relevance
Relevance is a highly complex topic and, in this context, does not relate to the

contemporary or applicable nature of an activity. Relevance is a characteristic which



means that the activity itself is directly tied to the text or the concept itself. For an
example, look at the "Fifty Alternatives to the Book Report” in Chapter Four of Both Art
and Craft. While the activities are intriguing, note how Diana encourages the use of the
activity only if the piece of literature justifies it. Thus, creating a childhood for a
character (#3) is only relevant if the main character is an adult, and the social worker’s
report (#5) should be used only if the literature contains events which might indeed be
of interest to such a worker. While this caution may seem self evident, it is often lost
when we try to make an otherwise interesting activity fit a piece of literature or when
we fixate on a subordinate aspect of the literature and use it as a major springboard for

discussion or research.

Workability
Workability is wholly context dependent and involves the chances of the activity being
successful in your school setting and with your students. If, for instance, a completely
relevant and simply designed activity calls for significant equipment to which you and
your students have only partial or even inadequate access, you might want to reconsider
the activity.
As an example, if students are to use the Internet extensively to complete an activity
and you can only get into the computer lab infrequently, it may be a frustrating
assignment for all involved. As another instance, putting students in groups to do a short
video is a great idea, but if you and your students have access only to a few
camcorders, you will not be happy trying to fulfill the project’s expectations. Finally, if

students need to obtain materials from outside sources--university library, for instance,



or from a municipal office downtown--and they don’t have ready transportation, the
activity may fail before it even starts.

Another concern with workability is the attention to student skills. Look, in Chapter Six,
at "Creating.Thematic Units.” Before she even starts the unit, Diana thinks about the
skills students would need and lists them for herself and her planning and makes sure
that these are attended to beforehand and also within the unit itself. In this way,
students are not thrown into activities for which they have no real preparation;
anticipating what specific skills are necessary before the students experience success in

the unit is smart planning and ensures the workability of a teaching activity.

Capitalizing on Student Interest and Background
It is imperative that any activity which you use in your classroom build on, or even
emanate from, student interest and student background. Only if students have §ome
sort of prior knowledge or some sort of interest in acquiring new knowledge will théy
work and work well. The alternative is presenting students with disconnected
information for which they perceive no need and to which they can connect little. If you
want your students to work steadily and productively, you must account for and appeal

to their interests and their background.

Providing Explanations and Modeling
When we ask students to attempt new or unfamiliar activities, they can often appear
reluctant, possibly even uncooperative. What many of us fail to remember is the fear

that almost all students have of trying something new--and failing. While part of our job



as teachers is to extend student skill, to nudge them into new territory, we must be
willing to give students clear explanations and, when appropriate, specific models of

what we want.

Incorporating Collaboration
"None of us is as smart as all of us” is a popular phrase which has much good sense
behind it. Collaboration can help students make connections which they otherwise
might miss. In addition, our students are generally social creatures, and the opportunity
to work with others in the classroom is important for their psychological as well as their
intellectual ability. Negotiating with others’ points of view, learning to compromise or
ask helpful questions, can be some of the most important skills students learn as they

work with others in school.

Presenting to Students Meaningful Work
Because it is in the curriculum guide, because we’ve always done it that way, because |
told you so (and Jam the teacher), is not sufficient rationale for students. When
students suspect that what they are doing in class is not connected, not important, not
significant, they will rarely work at a high level. Thus providing meaningful work--and
articulating to your students why it is meaningful--ensures interest and possibly a higher

level of quality.



Seven Characteristics of Effective
Literature Assignments

Simplicity
Relevance

Workability

Capitalizing on Student Interest and
Background

Providing Explanations and Modeling

Incorporating Collaboration

Presenting to Students Meaningful Work




%

S A

Gy 15
N7 N

N7 -

®

U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)
National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

(Specific Document)

SRS

CS 217 804

257

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

™ ety EFfectie dit outore Asce Yt inevals

% VL&T@VWWV

Author(s): O(el \f L(\

Corporate Source:

Publication Date:

g

. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the
monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy,
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

i

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom

of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS
BEEN GRANTED BY

6'5((@\6

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1
1 /

<«

Check here for Level 1 release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche or other
ERIC archival media (e.g., electronic) and paper
copy.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2B documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN
MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

Q\G
%Q(o

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

2A

FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY,

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN
MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

\4
&
6'6

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

2B

Level 2A

Check here for Level 2A release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche and in
electronic media for ERIC archival collection
subscribers only

Level 2B
1

Check here for Level 2B release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only

Sign
here,

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. -
If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

1 hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies

fo J.<iati7 in%m?lon needs ofucaty in response to discrete inquiries.

i : Printed NameIPosllloanllIe JJ T@Vl b/ Vl/ y

nlagse Orgaﬁ_izmionlAddresx (M WLMI@ a % U
Q Y
ER]C Vi ginl )

?-'B'C'F‘ Ea( - b 5

e ON (a8 1390

v

= 3 LY B

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Satui v ede

(over)



lll. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: ERIC/REC
' 2805 E. Tenth Street
Smith Research Center, ¥88 /{0
Indiana University
Bloomington, IN 47408

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
4483-A Forbes Boulevard
Lanham, Maryland 20706

Telephone: 301-552-4200
Toll Free: 800-799-3742
FAX: 301-552-4700
e-mail: ericfac@inet.ed.gov
WWW: http:/lericfac.piccard.csc.com

EI;F-088 (Rev. 2/2000)
Q .




